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 Can people benefit psychologically from thinking that the status quo is legitimate? 
Across three samples, we examined whether and why viewing current relations among men and 
women as legitimate provides people with a psychological boost. In all samples, we found that 
believing that current relations among men and women are fair and just (e.g., thinking that 
society is set up that men and women usually get what they deserve) was associated with greater 
life satisfaction and self-esteem. We found that perceiving oneself as less likely to be 
discriminated against in overt ways (e.g., being denied a job for unfair reasons) and subtle ways 
(e.g., being avoided in interactions) partially explained these relationships. Importantly, we 
found that these associations did not differ between men and women. Overall, these findings 
suggest that belief systems supporting the status quo can provide a palliative psychological effect 
through impacting people’s beliefs about whether they are targets of discrimination, and that this 
can occur for members of both advantaged and disadvantaged groups. These findings further 
contribute to understanding why people might support the status quo and denounce diversity in 
different settings even if it disadvantages them. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
“I think [feminism] has made women unhappy… it's …to make them believe that we live 
in a discriminatory and unjust society, and that they should look to [the] government to solve 
their problems,” explains Phylis Shlafly when asked how feminism has affected the American 
life in an NPR interview in 2014 (Martin, 2014). The conservative activist, who became known 
for successfully campaigning to stop the Equal Rights Amendment and ensuring it does not pass 
in the future, emphasized the possibility that challenging the current gender status quo makes 
people unhappy. 
Previous research has examined factors and mechanisms linking people’s support for the 
societal status quo to feelings of happiness (Jost & Hunyady, 2003, 2005; Jost & Thompson, 
2000; Napier & Jost, 2008). However, researchers have yet to examine the factors as well as the 
underlying mechanism that link support for the gender system, in particular, to an individual’s 
subjective well-being. Indeed, the ubiquitous use of gender as a simplifying organizing schema 
in society (Bem 1993; Eagly & Wood, 1999) further reinforces the current state of gender 
relations and sex role differences within society (Bem, 1981, 1993). Given the omnipresence of 
gender within society, we explore psychological consequences experienced by men and women 
who endorse beliefs in hierarchical gender relations. The justification of the system occurs even 
though current gender relations remain unbalanced (England, 2006, 2010), as wage disparities, 
workplace discrimination and sexual harassment cases continue to persist (Bobbit-Zeher, 2011; 
Glick & Fiske, 2007; Gorman, 2005). Thus, understanding how perceptions of the gender status 
quo relate to subjective well-being in men and women can further shed light on how people 




We examined three main questions in the present research. First, we examined whether 
support for the gender status quo predicts feelings of subjective well-being. Second, we 
investigated whether perceptions of discrimination help to explain the relationship between 
status quo support and subjective well-being. Third, we addressed whether the relationship 
between support for the gender status quo and subjective well-being occurs to a similar extent for 
men and women. 
Status-Quo Support and Subjective Well-Being 
Why do people support the gender status quo? In particular, does the endorsement of the 
gender status quo serve a palliative function for men and women? According to system 
justification theory, people are motivated to endorse the belief that the current societal system is 
balanced, fair, and legitimate (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). To justify the 
system people engage in different cognitive processes, such as stereotyping and rationalization 
(Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost & Burgess, 2000; Kay & Jost, 2003). Moreover, people endorse 
different system-justifying ideologies, such as political conservatism, right-wing 
authoritarianism, or meritocracy (i.e., the idea that the status hierarchy is based on merit; Jost & 
Burgess, 2000; Jost & Hunyady, 2005; Jost, Pelham, Sheldon, & Ni Sullivan, 2003). 
Endorsement of the system as legitimate (e.g., rationalizing the system and prevailing 
inequalities) holds true even if it is seemingly at odds with people’s personal or social group 
interests (Jost & Burgess, 2000; Jost et al., 2003; Jost & Thompson, 2000).  
Moreover, the justification and perceived fairness of the system enable people to derive 
personal psychological benefits (Jost & Hunyady, 2005). Individual benefits from endorsing the 
current state of societal relations include increased coping and decreased stress reactivity 




maintaining of positive affect and reduction of negative affect (Jost & Hunyady, 2003; Jost et al., 
2003; Napier & Jost, 2008), reduced moral outrage (Wakslak, Jost, Tyler, & Chen, 2007), and 
greater self-esteem and subjective well-being (Jost & Thompson, 2000). This research 
emphasizes the possibility that the belief in the system as “fair” and “legitimate” contributes to a 
person’s happiness, and more specifically their subjective well-being. 
Although there is a growing body of research examining a link between support for the 
status quo and subjective well-being, the size and specificity of the relationship have been 
challenged due to inconsistent findings (Brandt, 2013; Onraet, Van Hiel, & Dhont, 2013). In 
support of the relationship, prior cross-sectional research highlights a unique link between 
system-justifying beliefs and its palliative functions for the individual (Rankin, Jost, & Wakslak, 
2009). For example, people’s beliefs that the status quo is fair and just (i.e., system justification) 
were related to several psychological benefits, including heightened positive affect and greater 
life satisfaction. In a similar vein, Napier and Jost (2008) investigated the link between political 
ideology and subjective well-being. Rooted in the endorsement of a political ideology of 
rationalization of social institutions and inequality, conservatives reported greater levels of 
happiness compared to liberals. However, other studies concluded that the positive relation 
between rationalizations of social relations and subjective well-being is weak, non-existent, or in 
the opposite direction (Butler, 2000; Peterson & Duncan, 2007; Van Hiel, Mervielde, & De 
Fruyt, 2004; Van Hiel & Kossowska, 2006). In an attempt to reconcile these heterogeneous 
findings, a meta-analytic review examined the direction of the link between endorsement of the 
system and individual’s subjective well-being across 97 samples (Onraet et al., 2013). Studies 
included in the sample used different measures of system justification, such as right-wing 




between social groups favorably), as well as different measures of subjective well-being (e.g., 
positive affect, negative affect, life satisfaction). A weak to non-significant average relation 
between right-wing attitudes and overall subjective well-being was obtained (Onraet et al., 
2013). However, effect sizes were averaged across studies using different measurements of 
subjective well-being (e.g., life-satisfaction, self-esteem, positive and negative affect) and 
examining different domains of system justification (e.g., right-wing attitudes, social dominance 
orientation). Generalization across different assessed domains could obscure the possibility that 
the relation of system justification to subjective well-being is domain-specific. For instance, 
gender, due to its omnipresence in society, constitutes a domain to consider. Thus, we investigate 
the strength of the relation between gender system justification and subjective well-being among 
men and women.   
Researchers have argued that gender is one of the most important organizing principles 
both historically, as well as in modern society, and that gender is ubiquitous in all cultures (Bem, 
1981, 1993; Eagly & Wood, 1999; Haslam, Rothschild, & Ernst, 2000; Stern & Rule, 2017). For 
example, Gender Schema Theory states that gender-based schematic processing helps to uphold 
division of men and women into social roles based on gender for the sake of simplicity (Bem, 
1981). Therefore, gender is central within societal structures, but also readily available in person 
perception as an organizing theme and social category (Banaji & Hardin, 1996; Macrae & 
Bodenhausen, 2000). Given the salience of gender within society, whether people support or 
oppose the gender status quo might be especially impactful on their subjective well-being. Thus, 
we hypothesized that support of the gender status quo is positively related to subjective well-
being. 




Underlying mechanisms linking system justification beliefs to subjective well-being have 
been investigated (Dalbert, 2001; Jost et al., 2003; Jost & Hunyady, 2003, 2005; Jost & 
Thompson, 2000; Lucas et al., 2007; Napier & Jost, 2008). According to system justification 
theory, existing inequality constitutes a possible threat to people’s belief that the status quo is fair 
and legitimate (Jost & Banaji, 1994). In an effort to reduce the anxiety and uncertainty created by 
perceiving this threat, people are motivated to believe that the system is fair and just, which 
ultimately positively impacts the individuals’ subjective well-being (Jost & Hunyady, 2003, 
2005; Jost et al., 2003). One possible explanation for this relation are general ideological 
mechanisms, such as endorsing a meritocratic ideology (Jost et al., 2003; McCoy & Major, 2007; 
Napier & Jost, 2008). Findings suggest that reports of greater life satisfaction among 
conservatives depend on the individual’s endorsement of the idea that the status hierarchy is 
based on merit (i.e., meritocratic ideology) and the rationalization of inequality (Napier & Jost, 
2008). However, the link between political ideology and happiness might be driven by other 
societal structures, such as higher SES (i.e., socioeconomic status), according to Jetten and 
colleagues (2013). The authors argue that people’s higher SES and better social network 
development function as a palliative mechanism linking system justification to subjective well-
being. Results suggest that conservatives’ higher SES allows them to have greater opportunities 
to develop social networks, which leads them to report greater life satisfaction. Taken together, 
these findings highlight that potentially different mechanisms underlie the link of system 
justification to subjective well-being. However, no research to the best of our knowledge has yet 
examined how people’s perception of their discriminatory experiences function as an explanation 
of the system justification and subjective well-being link. Specifically, legitimization of the 




al., 2003). In other words, system justification through rationalization and stereotyping might 
lead people to be biased in perceiving discriminatory experiences, which would also buffer their 
subjective well-being.   
In line with the system justification perspective (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost et al., 2003), it 
is theorized that as people face societal uncertainty and inequality, they become motivated to 
believe that men and women are treated fairly and justly within society, which subsequently 
influences their perceptions of discrimination (Major, Quinton, & McCoy, 2002; McCoy & 
Major, 2007). Prior research has linked legitimizing ideologies to perception of discrimination 
(Major et al., 2002). Specifically, findings indicate that people endorsing system-justifying 
beliefs were less likely to perceive negative outcomes from outgroup members as discrimination. 
Thus, perceiving discrimination requires the recognition that the societal system is not fair and 
just (Major et al., 2002; Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost & Hunyady, 2003). In other words, greater 
endorsement of the system as fair and legitimate is related to decreased perceptions of 
discrimination (McCoy & Major, 2007). Given this evidence, we propose that people who are 
strongly motivated to justify the gender system in turn report less experiences of discrimination. 
Discriminatory behavior can be subtle (Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson, 2002; 
Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986; McConahay, 1986) or overt (Glick & Fiske, 1997; Hebl, Bigazzi 
Foster, Mannix, & Dovidio, 2002; Virtanen & Huddy, 1998). Perception of subtle differential 
treatment (e.g., nonverbal) is often characterized by attributional ambiguity (Crocker & Major, 
1989; Major & Crocker, 1993; Sue et al., 2007; Tao, Owen, & Drinane, 2017). The target of 
discrimination is faced with the difficulty of attributing differential treatment and outcomes to 
either their own group membership or their own merit (Sue et al., 2007; Tao, Owen, & Drinane, 




interpretation. In contrast, overt discrimination, such as blatant dehumanization (Kteily & 
Bruneau, 2017; Kteily, Bruneau, Waytz, & Cotterill, 2015) and hostile sexism (Glick & Fiske, 
2001), is less ambiguous. Forms of overt discrimination potentially have a bigger and more 
immediate impact on people’s life (e.g., hostility; Kteily & Bruneau, 2017). Thus, motivation to 
deny experiences of overt discrimination might be high. Taken together, subtle discrimination 
and overt discrimination are susceptible to people’s motivated interpretation. People high in 
system justification see the world as fair and just, which might result in a biased perception of 
discriminatory behavior. Therefore, we expected that system justifying beliefs would relate to 
both perceptions of subtle and overt discrimination.  
Research consistently finds that experiences and perceptions of discrimination, 
stereotyping, or prejudice can have negative implications for the targeted individual (Major & 
Crocker, 1993; Major et al., 2002; Paradies, 2006; Pascoe & Richman, 2009). Specifically, 
perceptions of discrimination predict decreased self-esteem and psychological well-being 
(Crocker, Cornwell, & Major, 1993), as well as increased anxiety, depression, and decreased life 
satisfaction (Paradies, 2006; Williams & Mohammed, 2009). Importantly, meta-analytic reviews 
find quantitative support for the robust relation between greater perception of overt and subtle 
discrimination and negative effects on mental and physical health (Jones, Peddie, Gilrane, King, 
& Gray, 2013; Pascoe & Richman, 2009). Across studies, a negative correlation between 
perceived discrimination and psychological health was found (Pascoe & Richman, 2009). Thus, 
we hypothesized that people’s perception of overt and subtle discrimination negatively relate to 
their psychological well-being. We suggest that perceptions of overt and subtle discrimination 





Does Status Moderate the Relationship Between Status Quo Support and Subjective Well-
Being? 
Do high-status and low-status groups differentially benefit from perceiving society as fair 
and just? Prior research outlines three perspectives on how system justification among low-status 
and high-status groups will relate to subjective well-being (Brandt, 2013; Jost & Thompson, 
2000; Vargas-Salfate, 2017). One perspective suggests that system justification will more 
strongly relate to subjective well-being among high-status groups compared to low-status groups 
(Jost & Thompson, 2000; Quinn & Crocker, 1999; Rankin et al., 2009). For example, Jost and 
Thompson (2000) found that for members of a disadvantaged group (i.e., African Americans), 
system justification beliefs were related to decreased self-esteem and increased neuroticism, but 
for members of the advantaged group (i.e., European Americans) the reverse pattern was found. 
Similarly, Rankin and colleagues (2009) examined the relationship between system justification 
and subjective well-being among low-income European and African Americans. The palliative 
effect of system-justifying beliefs was found for European Americans, but for African 
Americans system justification was only weakly negatively related to subjective well-being. 
These findings suggest that especially the high-status group may benefit from endorsing the 
current system. 
The second perspective proposes that low-status group members (compared to high-status 
groups) more strongly benefit from supporting the status quo (Jost et al., 2003; Napier & Jost, 
2008; Brandt, Henry, & Wetherell, 2015). For low-status individuals (i.e., stigmatized 
individuals), system justification provides unchanging societal values and norms (Brandt et al, 
2015). This can satisfy needs for order, structure, and certainty (Jost & Hunyady, 2005), as well 




Henry, 2012). Brandt and colleagues (2015) investigated the link between system justification 
(i.e., authoritarianism) and life satisfaction among low-status and high-status individuals. Results 
revealed that authoritarianism and stigma interacted to predict individuals’ life satisfaction, such 
that authoritarianism was positively related to life satisfaction for members of low-status groups, 
but unrelated for high-status groups. Related research indicated that system justification beliefs 
(i.e., hostile sexism) was positively related to life satisfaction, and that this relationship was 
stronger among individuals with low SES compared to high SES (Vargas-Salfate, 2017). Taken 
together, these results lend support to the idea that low-status groups can derive more benefits 
from system justification than high-status groups.  
The third perspective is that members of both low and high-status groups could derive 
equal benefits from system justifying beliefs (Jost et al., 2003). For instance, research has found 
that the link between perceived discrimination and subjective well-being is robust among all 
included ethnicities, both genders, and across different types of psychological health (Pascoe & 
Richman, 2009). This suggests that also the mechanism linking system justification to subjective 
well-being is similar for men and women. Similarly, Jost and colleagues (2003) found that 
system justification was related to increased economic satisfaction for both European Americans 
and African Americans no matter their SES. However, this result might be specific to the 
examined domain, namely economy, which affects all members of society. Thus, the findings 
hint at the possibility that the system justification to subjective well-being link for both low-
status and high-status groups might be domain specific. In the current research, we aim to 
investigate support for the status quo in a domain we examine (i.e., gender) that matches the 
groups (i.e., women and men) being examined. Because gender is a salient and all-encompassing 




regardless of gender, might be motivated to believe that the gender status quo is legitimate and 
subsequently benefit from those beliefs. In other words, the relationship between gender system 
justification and subjective well-being might not differ between men and women. 
The Present Research 
Across three studies we examined: (a) whether support for the gender status quo predicts 
greater subjective well-being, (b) whether perceptions of discrimination in part account for this 
relationship, and (c) whether these relationships vary between men and women. In Study 1, we 
conduct an initial test of these relationships. In Studies 2 and 3, we replicate these relationships 
and rule out the alternative explanations of group identification and social dominance 
orientation. We use different samples across all studies. Lastly, we conduct an integrated data 
















CHAPTER 2: STUDY 1 – MECHANICAL TURK SAMPLE 
Methods 
Participants 
533 participants (288 women, 245 men; Mage = 37.01; range = 18-75) were recruited from 
the Mechanical Turk Web site. Sixty-five additional participants completed the study, but were 
excluded from analyses for either failing an attention check (n = 62) or identifying their gender 
as “other” (n = 3). A post-hoc power analysis revealed that we possessed at least 80% power to 
detect all observed effects in this study. All power analyses were conducted using G Power 3.1 
(Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). 
Procedure 
Participants were provided with an external link on the Mechanical Turk website that 
took them to the study, which was programmed using Qualtrics online-survey software. After 
providing consent, participants completed a demographics questionnaire in which they reported 
their gender and other demographic information. Then, participants read the study introduction 
and were informed that the study concerned people’s experiences and feelings in different 
domains (e.g., discrimination). Participants were reminded of the confidentiality and asked to 
provide honest responses. At the end, participants completed an attention check1 and were 
debriefed.  
Measures 
                                               
1 At the end of the study, participants completed an attention check, in which they read the following passage: 
“People vary in the amount they pay attention to these kinds of surveys. Some take them seriously and read each 
question, whereas others go very quickly and barely read the questions at all. If you have read this question 
carefully, please write the word yes in the blank box below labeled other. There is no need for you to respond to the 
scale below.” Below the information was a 7-point scale and response box. We excluded participants who did not 





Unless otherwise noted, all items were measured on 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly 
Agree) scales. 
Overt discrimination. Participants first responded to four items regarding personal 
experiences of overt discrimination. The items were generated by the researchers and combined 
into a composite score (α = .79). Sample items include “I feel that I have sometimes been 
actively discriminated against” and “I have not been hired for a job for unfair reasons”.  
Subtle discrimination. Next, participants responded to four items regarding personal 
experiences of subtle discrimination. Similar to above, the items were generated by the 
researchers and combined into one composite score (α = .89). Sample items include “I have 
sometimes been treated with less respect than other people” and “People's nonverbal behavior 
(for example: eye contact or hand gestures) sometimes is less friendly toward me than to others.” 
Life satisfaction. Participants’ global life satisfaction was measured via the 5-item 
"Satisfactions with Life Scale" (α = .93; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, Griffin, 1985). Items were 
combined into a composite score. A sample item includes “I am satisfied with my life.”  
Self-esteem. Participants’ global self-worth was measured via the 10-item Rosenberg 
(1965) "Self-Esteem Scale" (α = .93). Items were combined into a composite score. A sample 
item includes “I feel that I am a person of worth.” 
Gender system justification. Lastly, participants’ support for current relations between 
men and women was assessed with the eight-item gender system justification scale (α = .85; Jost 
& Kay, 2005). Items were combined into a composite score. A sample item includes “In general, 
relations between men and women are fair.” 
Results 




We conducted multiple regression models that included gender system justification 
(grand mean centered), gender (effect coded as men = 1 and women = -1), and their interaction 
as predictors. We conducted separate models with life satisfaction and self-esteem as outcome 
variables. Results are presented in Tables 1 and 2. Gender system justification significantly 
predicted life satisfaction and self-esteem. People who more strongly embraced the idea that 
current relations between men and women are legitimate had higher satisfaction with life and 
greater self-esteem. The main effect of gender was not significant in predicting life satisfaction 
or self-esteem. The gender system justification  gender interaction did not significantly predict 
life satisfaction or self-esteem. These findings indicate that gender system justification predicted 
greater subjective well-being, and did so to a similar extent for men and women.  
Does gender system justification predict perceptions of discrimination? 
We conducted multiple regression models that included gender system justification 
(grand mean centered), gender (effect coded as men = 1 and women = -1), and their interaction 
as predictors. We conducted separate models with subtle and overt discrimination as outcome 
variables. Findings are presented in Tables 3 and 4. Gender system justification significantly 
predicted perceptions of both subtle and overt discrimination. People who more strongly 
embraced the idea that current relations between men and women are legitimate reported 
experiencing less subtle and overt discrimination. The main effect of gender was a significant 
predictor for both subtle and overt discrimination. Men reported more experiences of overt and 
subtle discrimination than did women. The gender system justification  gender interaction did 
not significantly predict subtle and overt discrimination. These findings indicate that gender 
system justification predicted fewer feelings of having been discriminated against, and did so to 





We next examined whether perceptions of discrimination explain in part why gender 
system justification shapes subjective well-being. To test this question, we constructed a path 
model using Mplus Version 8 (Muthen & Muthen, 1998-2017) in which gender system 
justification predicted life satisfaction and self-esteem through overt and subtle perceptions of 
discrimination. We also included participant sex as a covariate. We tested for significant 
mediation through calculating boostrapped indirect effects with 5,000 resamples. We consider an 
indirect effect to be significant if the 95% confidence interval does not contain zero (Hayes, 
2013).  
The indirect effect of gender system justification predicting life satisfaction through overt 
discrimination was significant, 95% CI [.002, .06], but the indirect effect through subtle 
discrimination was not, 95% CI [-.02, .04]. The effects are shown in Figure 1. The indirect effect 
of gender system justification predicting self-esteem through overt discrimination was 
significant, 95% CI [.002, .05], but the indirect effect through subtle discrimination was not, 95% 
CI [-.004, .06].  Thus, reduced feelings of overt discrimination in part explained why greater 
gender system justification was associated with higher life satisfaction and self-esteem. 
Perceptions of subtle discrimination did not play an explanatory role. 
Summary 
The results of Study 1 provided initial evidence for a relation between gender system 
justification and people’s life satisfaction and self-esteem. Specifically, participants who more 
strongly endorsed current relations between men and women as fair and just reported higher life 
satisfaction and greater self-esteem. These results did not differ between female and male 




women were legitimate reported less experiences of overt and subtle discrimination. Yet, male 
participants reported more experiences of overt and subtle discrimination than did women. 
Perceptions of overt discrimination in part explained the relationship between gender system 
justification and life satisfaction and self-esteem. We replicated and extended these findings 






















CHAPTER 3: STUDY 2 – STUDENT SAMPLE 
We had two main goals in Study 2. First, we sought to replicate results of Study 1 using a 
sufficiently powered sample from a different population. Second, we sought to provide greater 
support that gender system justification, rather than other theoretically related constructs, guides 
feelings of subjective well-being. Specifically, strongly identifying with one’s social groups has 
the potential to buffer people’s self-esteem and provide them with a broader sense of subjective 
well-being, especially among members of marginalized groups (Crocker & Major, 1989). As 
such, we sought to examine the extent to which supporting the gender status quo shapes 
subjective well-being above and beyond group identification.  
Methods 
Participants 
340 student participants (195 women, 145 men; Mage = 19.84; range = 18-28) completed 
the study for course credit. Fifty-three additional participants completed the study, but were 
excluded from analyses for either failing an attention check (n = 47) or identifying their gender 
as “other” (n = 6). We collected as many participants as possible in one semester and a post-hoc 
power analysis revealed that this sample size gave us 80% power to detect an effect size of r = 
.152. 
Procedure 
Participants were provided with the external link that directed them to the study, which 
was programmed using Qualtrics programming software. 
Measures. Participants reported their gender system justification (α = .83), life-
satisfaction (α = .85), self-esteem (α = .91), perceptions of overt discrimination (α = .72), and 




Group identification. Participants’ identification with their own group was assessed 
using a single item measure (Postmes, Haslam, & Jans, 2013). The item was presented as “I 
identify with being […]”, with the participant’s self-reported group memberships reported at the 
end (e.g., White female). Participants provided their response on a 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 
(Strongly Agree) scale. 
Results 
Does gender system justification predict life satisfaction and self-esteem? 
We conducted the same models as in Study 1. Findings are reported in Tables 1 and 2. 
The main effect of gender system justification was a significant predictor of life satisfaction and 
self-esteem. People who more strongly believe in the legitimacy of current relations between 
men and women reported higher satisfaction with life and greater self-esteem. Gender did not 
significantly predict life satisfaction or self-esteem. The gender system justification  gender 
interaction did not significantly predict either outcome. These findings replicate Study 1. 
Does gender system justification predict perceptions of discrimination? 
We conducted the same models as in Study 1. Results are reported in Tables 3 and 4. The 
main effect of gender system justification was significant in predicting perceptions of both subtle 
and overt discrimination. People who more strongly embraced the idea that current relations 
between men and women are legitimate reported experiencing less subtle and overt 
discrimination. Gender was a significant predictor for overt discrimination. Men reported more 
experiences of overt discrimination than did women. No main effect of gender was found for 
subtle discrimination. The gender system justification  gender interaction did not significantly 




predicted fewer feelings of having been discriminated against and did so to a similar extent for 
men and women. 
Ruling out social identification as an alternative explanation.  
We recomputed all models while including the main effect of group identification (grand 
mean centered), and the interaction between group identification and gender. Importantly, all 
significant main effects of gender system justification remained significant (p < .05), except on 
subtle discrimination, which became marginally significant (B = -.15, SE = .08, t(335) = -1.90, p 
= .072). We found a significant main effect of group identification on life satisfaction (B = .12, 
SE = .05, t(335) = 2.44, p = .02). Participants strongly identifying with their group reported more 
life satisfaction. All other main effects of group identification were not significant (ps > .087). 
We found a significant social identification  gender interaction effect on overt discrimination (B 
= -.13, SE = .05, t(335) = -2.52, p = .01) and subtle discrimination (B = -.11, SE = .06, t(335) = -
1.98, p = .049). Women who more strongly identified with their group reported more subtle and 
overt discrimination than men. 
Mediation Model 
We conducted the same mediation analysis as in Study 1. The indirect effect of gender 
system justification predicting life satisfaction through overt discrimination was not significant, 
95% CI [-.004, .09], as well as the indirect effect through subtle discrimination was not, 95% CI 
[-.01, .04]. The effects are shown in Figure 2. The indirect effect of gender system justification 
predicting self-esteem through overt discrimination was significant, 95% CI [.02, .11], but the 
indirect effect through subtle discrimination was not, 95% CI [-.02, .03]. Thus, reduced feelings 




with higher self-esteem, but not life satisfaction. Perceptions of subtle discrimination did not 
play an explanatory role.  
Summary 
The results of Study 2 partially replicated and extended findings of Study 1. Specifically, 
participants endorsing the current relations between men and women as legitimate reported 
greater life satisfaction and self-esteem. Again, these results did not differ between men and 
women. Participants who more strongly believed that current relations between men and women 
were fair reported less experiences of overt and subtle discrimination. Yet, men reported more 
experiences of overt discrimination than women. The reported relationships occurred above and 
beyond the participants’ level of group identification. Perceptions of overt discrimination in part 
















CHAPTER 4: STUDY 3 – QUALTRICS SAMPLE 
In Study 3, we sought to replicate the findings of the previous studies using a sample 
drawn from a third population, as well as rule out another potential alternative explanation for 
the relation between gender system justification and the outcome variables. We included a 
measure of people’s inclination toward group structured society and inequality (i.e., social 
dominance orientation). Specifically, one’s preference for dominance hierarchy could be a 
predictor of one’s life satisfaction, self-esteem, and feelings of overt and subtle discrimination, 
attenuating the effect of gender system justification.  
Methods 
Participants 
637 participants (318 women, 319 men; Mage = 48.87; range = 18–89) were recruited 
through the Qualtrics Online Survey Sample. The pre-registration plan for the methods and 
results can be found in Appendix A (p. ). We conducted an a priori power analysis. We recruited 
600 participants to achieve at least 80% power based on the smallest predicted effect size from 
Study 2 (r = .12).  
Procedure 
Participants in the Qualtrics Representative Sample Pool signed up for the study and were 
provided with the external link that redirected them to the programmed questionnaire.   
Measures. Participants reported their gender system justification (α = .79), life-
satisfaction (α = .93), self-esteem (α = .91), perceptions of overt discrimination (α = .78), and 
perceptions of subtle discrimination (α = .89) in the same manner as in the previous studies.    
Social Dominance Orientation. Participants’ preference for hierarchy and inequality 




2015). Items were combined into a composite score. A sample item includes “Some groups of 
people are simply inferior to others”. 
Results 
Does gender system justification predict life satisfaction and self-esteem? 
We conducted the same models as in the previous studies. Results are presented in Tables 
1 and 2. Gender system justification was a significant predictor of life satisfaction and self-
esteem. People believing that the current relations between men and women are legitimate had 
higher satisfaction with life and greater self-esteem. These findings replicate Studies 1 and 2. 
Gender significantly predicted life satisfaction, but not self-esteem. Women reported less 
satisfaction with life than did men. We found a significant gender system justification  gender 
interaction predicting participants’ self-esteem. Gender system justification predicted higher self-
esteem, among men to a greater extent than among women. In other words, men who strongly 
endorse current relations between men and women report greater self-esteem, than do women. 
No significant interaction of gender system justification and participants’ sex was found 
predicting life satisfaction. 
Does gender system justification predict perceptions of discrimination? 
We conducted the same models as in the previous studies. Findings are reported in Tables 
3 and 4. The main effect of gender system justification was significant in predicting perceptions 
of both subtle and overt discrimination. People strongly embracing the current gender system 
reported experiencing less subtle and overt discrimination. Gender was a significant predictor for 
overt and subtle discrimination. Men reported more feelings of overt and subtle discrimination 
than did women. The gender system justification  gender interaction did not significantly 




Ruling out social identification and social dominance orientation as alternative 
explanations.  
To statistically rule out the possibility that social identification and social dominance 
orientation accounted for the effects observed above, we recomputed all models while including 
the main effect of group identification (grand mean centered), social dominance orientation 
(grand mean centered), the group identification  gender interaction, and the social dominance 
orientation  gender interaction. Importantly, all significant main effects of gender system 
justification remained significant (p < .001). We found main effects of social dominance 
orientation on self-esteem (B = -.20, SE = .05, t(630) = -4.02, p < .001), overt discrimination (B = 
.21, SE = .06, t(630) = 3.47, p < .001), and subtle discrimination (B = .23, SE = .07, t(630) = 
3.52, p < .001). People high on SDO reported less self-esteem, and more overt and subtle 
discrimination compared to people low on SDO. No interaction effects were significant (ps > 
.072).  
Mediation Model 
We conducted the models as in the previous studies. The indirect effect of gender system 
justification predicting life satisfaction through overt discrimination was not significant, 95% CI 
[-.02, .02], as well as the indirect effect through subtle discrimination was not, 95% CI [-.01, 
.04]. The effects are shown in Figure 3. The indirect effect of gender system justification 
predicting self-esteem through overt discrimination was significant, 95% CI [.01, .05], as well as 
the indirect effect through subtle discrimination was, 95% CI [.02, .08]. Thus, reduced feelings 
of overt and subtle discrimination in part explained why greater gender system justification was 





The results of Study 3 replicated and extended findings of Study 1 and 2. Specifically, 
participants endorsing the current relations between men and women as legitimate reported 
greater life satisfaction and self-esteem. Yet, women reported less life satisfaction, but not self-
esteem, than did men. Women, but not men, who more strongly endorsed the current gender 
relations also reported greater self-esteem. In addition, participants who more strongly believed 
that current relations between men and women were fair reported less experiences of overt and 
subtle discrimination. Again, men reported more experiences of overt discrimination than 
women. The reported relationships were independent of the participants’ level of group 
identification and social dominance orientation. Perceptions of overt discrimination in part 
explained the relationship between gender system justification and self-esteem. Thus, we 
















CHAPTER 5: STUDY 1-3 – COMBINED DATA SETS 
We next sought to examine whether the relationships significantly differed across the 
samples in Studies 1-3. To examine this question, we used an integrative data analysis. The 
integrative data analysis is a simultaneous analysis of different data sets and may be used to 
determine whether results vary across studies (Curran & Hussong, 2009). For this purpose, we 
combined all three data sets and used generalized linear modeling to examine whether 
relationships significantly differed across samples. We compared the strength of twelve 
relationships across samples. We did not possess a priori predictions about differences that 
would occur across samples. We therefore calculated an adjusted p-value by dividing the 
generally accepted cut off p-value (p = 0.05) by twelve to account for the amount of analyses we 
ran. Thus, we used an adjusted p-value of 0.004 when testing for significance. We found a 
difference across samples for gender system justification predicting life satisfaction (Wald 2 = 
11.47, df = 2, p = .003). Specifically, the Qualtrics sample differed from the Student sample (B = 
-.30, SE = .09, Wald 2 = 10.75, p = .001, 95% CI [-.47; -.12]), such that the relationship was 
stronger in the Qualtrics compared to the Student sample. The mTurk sample also differed from 
the Qualtrics sample, such that the relationship was stronger in the Qualtrics sample compared to 
the mTurk sample (B = .15, SE = .08, Wald 2 = 5.18, p = .023, 95% CI [.02; .28]). The Student 
and mTurk sample did not differ from each other (B = .14, SE = .08, Wald 2 = 2.90, p = .09, 
95% CI [-.02; .31]). All other relationships did not significantly vary across samples (ps  .02).   
Mediation Model 
We also conducted the full mediation model with the combined data sets. The effects are 
shown in Figure 4. The indirect effect of gender system justification predicting life satisfaction 




effect through subtle discrimination was marginally significant, 90% CI [.001, .02]. The indirect 
effect of gender system justification predicting self-esteem through overt discrimination was 
significant, 95% CI [.01, .04], and the indirect effect through subtle discrimination was 
significant, 95% CI [.01, .04]. Thus, reduced feelings of overt and subtle discrimination in part 






















CHAPTER 6: GENERAL DISCUSSION 
Across three studies we investigated the link between system justification and subjective 
well-being in the domain of gender, and examined whether this relationship was explained by 
perceptions of discrimination among men and women. Specifically, we hypothesized that system 
justification would be positively related to life satisfaction and self-esteem, and that system 
justification would result in decreased perceptions of discrimination. We consistently found that 
people higher in gender system justification reported greater life satisfaction and self-esteem. 
Moreover, we observed that people higher in gender system justification reported less perceived 
overt and subtle discrimination. Perceptions of overt and subtle discrimination in part explained 
why greater gender system justification was associated with higher life satisfaction and self-
esteem. These results did not differ for men and women. Further, we ruled out alternative 
explanations for our findings, such as social identification and social dominance orientation. 
Prior work has suggested that strongly identifying with one’s group (i.e., social identification) 
and a strong preference for hierarchical structure (i.e., social dominance orientation) are factors 
predicting people’s life satisfaction and self-esteem (MacInnis, Busseri, Choma, & Hodson, 
2013; Outten, Schmitt, Garcia, & Branscombe, 2009; Verkuyten, 2008; Wakefield et al., 2017). 
However, statistically adjusting for social identification and social dominance orientation 
(measured in Study 2 and 3, respectively) did not affect our results. This suggests that gender 
system justification is a unique predictor for people’s subjective well-being. Taken together, 
these findings extend literature on the palliative function of gender system justification through 
investigating underlying mechanisms. 
The literature examining the link between system justification and subjective well-being 




and little research has investigated the domain specificity of the palliative function of system 
justification. Extending past literature, we examined system justification in a domain that 
pertains to all members of society (i.e., gender). Gender is one of the most ubiquitous social 
categories and it is central to the social system (Bem, 1993; Eagly & Wood, 1999). Our finding 
that gender system justification serves a palliative function for men and women highlights the 
domain specificity of the observed effect. In other words, people who might be disadvantaged 
(e.g., women) by the societal system derive benefits from supporting the status quo. In this case, 
disparities between groups are rationalized through system justifying beliefs (Jost & Banaji, 
1994). As such, people might become unaware of existing societal divides between groups and 
lack of diversity in certain settings. Despite the obvious disadvantage for low-status groups, 
members of such groups might continue to justify the status quo because of its palliative 
function. This is in line with previous research examining benefits of system justification beliefs 
across different countries (Glick et al., 2000; Napier, Thorisdottir, & Jost, 2009). Napier and 
colleagues (2009) found the link between system justification in general and life satisfaction to 
be moderated by a nation’s magnitude of gender inequality, such that the link is stronger in 
nations with greater inequality. In other words, people rationalize persisting inequalities at a 
national level with the help of system-justifying beliefs. In contrast, the present research lends 
support for the idea that people rationalize inequalities even at a personal level through endorsing 
current gender relations. Reconciling our findings with Napier and colleagues’ findings (2009), 
we would expect that our observed effects would be even stronger in countries with greater 
gender inequality, and would be attenuated in more progressive countries with greater gender 
equality.  




Our findings raise interesting questions regarding whether men’s reports and women’s 
reports of discrimination accurately represent reality. In our studies, men reported more 
experiences of overt discrimination than women. We find it unlikely that those reports should be 
taken at face value for the following reason. If people’s reports of discrimination reflect accurate 
real-life experiences, then this would be contrary to findings consistently showing that women 
objectively face more discrimination than do men (Bobbit-Zeher, 2011; England, 2006, 2010; 
Glick & Fiske, 2007; Gorman, 2005). Thus, it is more likely that people are reporting their 
subjective perceptions of discrimination. In addition, multiple factors influence experiences of 
discrimination, such as motivated beliefs (Major, Quinton, & McCoy, 2002; McCoy & Major, 
2007) and discrimination serving different purposes for high and low status groups (e.g., self-
protection and need for approval; Kobrynowicz & Branscombe, 1997). System justification 
theory suggests that facing inequality and uncertainty motivates people to endorse system-
justifying beliefs (Jost & Banaji, 1994). Thus, people’s perceptions of discrimination are biased 
by their gender system justification beliefs. In other words, women, who face more 
discrimination than men, are motivated to endorse the gender status quo. System justification 
then could lead to a bias in perception of inequalities and lowered reports of perceived 
discrimination. This mechanism would explain why women in our studies are reporting less 
experiencing discrimination than are men. 
Subtle and Overt Discrimination  
Perceived overt and subtle discrimination in part accounted for the relationship between 
gender system justification and subjective well-being. We hypothesized that endorsing the 
system as just and legitimate would be related to biased perceptions of discriminatory behavior. 




impactful and threatening nature of discrimination, people might be motivated to explain away 
these types of experiences (Kteily et al., 2015; Major & Crocker, 1993; Sue et al., 2007). 
However, past research would suggest that people, due to various motivations (e.g., accuracy 
motivation), process information more deeply, which would lead them to engage in more 
deliberate reasoning (Kunda, 1990; Jost, Hennes, & Lavine, 2013). In other words, people 
experiencing attributional ambiguity when faced with discrimination would be motivated to 
assess and deliberate on the discriminatory behavior. Our findings suggest a different pattern. 
Thus, we argue that perceived overt and subtle discrimination may both have properties of 
ambiguity, creating uncertainty for the perceiver. Past research has shown that subtle 
discrimination is marked by attributional ambiguity (Crocker & Major, 1989; Major & Crocker, 
1993; Sue et al., 2007; Tao et al., 2017), making perceptions of subtle discrimination susceptible 
to people’s motivated interpretation. However, consider the following example of overt 
discrimination: a woman who does not get hired for a job is also presented with multiple ways to 
attribute the behavior (e.g., discriminatory behavior, better competition). In line with our 
findings, we would expect that women high on gender system justification are more likely to 
conclude gender did not play a role in the hiring process compared to women low on gender 
system justification. We argue that despite the overt nature of discrimination in this example, 
there remains a trace of uncertainty in interpretation for the perceiver. Past research has shown 
that experiencing a state of uncertainty is uncomfortable and aversive (Jost & Hunyady, 2003; 
Major, Quinton, & McCoy, 2002; Van den Bos & Lind, 2002). Further, experiences of overt and 
subtle discrimination are both impactful on people’s mental, and physical health and overall 
quality of life (Jones et al., 2013; Kteily & Bruneau, 2017; Pascoe & Richman, 2009). For these 




discriminatory treatment, thus eliminating feelings of uncertainty. In sum, people endorsing the 
status quo are motivated to perceive the system as fair, rationalize inequalities, and are biased in 
their perception of overt and subtle discrimination; which ultimately buffers their subjective 
well-being. 
Implications for the Role of Status 
Our findings contribute to the existing literature examining the role status plays in the 
system justification to subjective well-being link. Three competing perspectives have outlined 
alternate influences of status: (1) that system justification would more strongly relate to 
subjective well-being among high-status groups compared to low-status groups (Jost & 
Thompson, 2000; Quinn & Crocker, 1999; Rankin et al., 2009); (2) that the relationship would 
be stronger for low-status groups compared to high-status groups (Napier & Jost, 2008; Brandt et 
al., 2015); or (3) that the relationship is equally strong among high and low-status groups 
(Brandt, 2013). Our findings align with the third possibility, as we found that the palliative 
function of endorsing the gender status quo did not differ between men and women. These 
results are consistent with previous research examining a specific domain that affects all 
members of society (i.e., economy; Jost et al., 2003). Jost and colleagues’ findings indicate that 
people with high SES and low SES, who endorse the status quo report greater economic 
satisfaction. The domain (i.e., economic satisfaction) and groups (i.e., low SES and high SES) 
being examined were the same. In the present research, we similarly matched the group being 
examined (i.e., men and women) with the domain being examined (i.e., gender system 
justification). Finding no difference between high- and low-status in gender system justification 
suggests that the effect might indeed be contingent on the examined domain (i.e., gender). 




indicating that for men and women system-justifying beliefs increased rationalization of 
inequalities and increased life satisfaction. We argue that these effects are not inherently bound 
to the domain of gender, but instead to the ubiquity and centrality gender has within our society. 
As such we used gender as an example for a general mechanism of a ubiquitous social category. 
We would expect to find similar results when examining the palliative function of system 
justifying ideologies among other social categories sharing the salience gender has in our society 
(e.g., age and race; Macrae & Bodenhausen, 2000). 
Concluding Remarks 
In the present study, we have demonstrated that for men and women alike, perceptions of 
overt and subtle discrimination in part accounted for the link between gender system justification 
and subjective well-being. These findings extend existing literature on the palliative function of 
system-justifying ideologies by examining explanatory mechanisms and the domain specificity 















Table 1. Multiple regression models with life satisfaction as the outcome variable. 
 
Note. GSJ = Gender system justification, LCI and UCI = Lower and Upper Bound of the 95% 
confidence interval around B, respectively. 
 
Sample B SE df t p rsp LCI UCI 
Study 1: Mturk          
     GSJ .46 .06 529 8.04 <.001 .33 .35 .57 
     Gender -.08 .07 529 -1.22 .22 -.05 -.22 .05 
     GSJ  Gender -.09 .06 529 -1.53 .13 -.06 -.20 .03 
Study 2: Student          
     GSJ .25 .07 336 3.76 <.001 .20 .12 .38 
     Gender -.09 .07 336 -1.16 .25 -.06 -.23 .06 
     GSJ  Gender -.01 .07 336 -0.17 .86 -.01 -.14 .12 
Study 3: Qualtrics         
     GSJ .54 .06 633 9.66 <.001 .36 .43 .64 
     Gender -.12 .06 633 -2.00 .05 -.07 -.24 -.00 






Table 2. Multiple regression models with self-esteem as the outcome variable. 
 
Note. GSJ = Gender system justification, LCI and UCI = Lower and Upper Bound of the 95% 
confidence interval around B, respectively. 
 
Sample B SE df t p rsp LCI UCI 
Study 1: Mturk         
     GSJ .30 .05 529 6.12 <.001 .26 .20 .40 
     Gender -.08 .06 529 -1.39 .17 -.06 -.20 .03 
     GSJ  Gender -.02 .05 529 -0.46 .65 -.02 -.12 .07 
Study 2: Student         
     GSJ .20 .06 336 3.07 .002 .17 .07 .32 
     Gender -.07 .07 336 -0.92 .36 -.05 -.20 .07 
     GSJ  Gender .05 .06 336 0.71 .48 .04 -.08 .17 
Study 3: Qualtrics         
     GSJ .29 .05 633 6.13 <.001 .24 .20 .38 
     Gender -.04 .05 633 -0.75 .45 -.03 -.14 .06 






Table 3. Multiple regression models with overt discrimination as the outcome variable. 
 
Note. GSJ = Gender system justification, LCI and UCI = Lower and Upper Bound of the 95% 
confidence interval around B, respectively. 
 
Sample B SE df t p rsp LCI UCI 
Study 1: Mturk         
     GSJ -.24 .06 529 -4.27 <.001 -.18 -.35 -.13 
     Gender .27 .07 529 3.92 <.001 .17 .13 .40 
     GSJ  Gender .02 .06 529 0.41 .68 .02 -.09 .14 
Study 2: Student         
     GSJ -.35 .07 336 -4.98 <.001 -.26 -.48 -.21 
     Gender .27 .08 336 3.52 <.001 .18 .12 .42 
     GSJ  Gender .01 .07 336 0.07 .94 .00 -.13 .14 
Study 3: Qualtrics         
     GSJ -.20 .06 633 -3.52 <.001 -.14 -.32 -.09 
     Gender .22 .06 633 2.49 <.001 .14 .10 .35 






Table 4. Multiple regression models with subtle discrimination as the outcome variable. 
 
Note. GSJ = Gender system justification, LCI and UCI = Lower and Upper Bound of the 95% 
confidence interval around B, respectively. 
 
Sample B SE df t p rsp LCI UCI 
Study 1: Mturk         
     GSJ -.30 .06 529 -4.91 <.001 -.21 -.41 -.18 
     Gender .18 .07 529 2.45 .02 .10 .04 .32 
     GSJ  Gender .03 .06 529 0.51 .61 .02 -.09 .15 
Study 2: Student         
     GSJ -.18 .08 336 -2.23 .03 -.12 -.34 -.02 
     Gender .16 .09 336 1.78 .076 .10 -.02 .33 
     GSJ  Gender -.03 .08 336 -0.42 .68 -.02 -.19 .12 
Study 3: Qualtrics         
     GSJ -.26 .06 633 -4.23 <.001 -.17 -.38 -.14 
     Gender .15 .07 633 2.19 .03 .09 .02 .28 








Figure 1. Mediation model in which gender system justification predicts perceived life 
satisfaction and self-esteem through subtle and overt discrimination (Study 1). Solid lines 
indicate significant relationships; dashed lines indicate non-significant relationships.  





Figure 2. Mediation model in which gender system justification predicts perceived life 
satisfaction and self-esteem through subtle and overt discrimination (Study 2). Solid lines 
indicate significant relationships; dashed lines indicate non-significant relationships.  





Figure 3. Mediation model in which gender system justification predicts perceived life 
satisfaction and self-esteem through subtle and overt discrimination (Study 3). Solid lines 
indicate significant relationships; dashed lines indicate non-significant relationships.  





Figure 4. Mediation model in which gender system justification predicts perceived life 
satisfaction and self-esteem through subtle and overt discrimination (Combined Data Sets – all 
studies). Solid lines indicate significant relationships; dashed lines indicate non-significant 
relationships.  
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